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		COULD ANY OF THESE VOICES BE YOURS?

		“I’d have to quit my job to get what I really want, and I can’t do that—I’d starve!”

		“I’ve tried so many things, and nothing does it for me.”

		“It’s not my fault I’m not doing what I want—the world won’t give me a break!”

		“I could do anything, if I only knew what it was.”

		YOU ARE NOT ALONE!

		Almost as soon as you recognize yourself in these pages, you’ll be learning techniques that can help you follow your real dreams, understand the inner conflicts that stand in your way … and find a life—and a career—that fits you perfectly.

		“A PERFECT BOOK FOR THOSE WHO DON’T KNOW WHAT THEY WANT TO BE WHEN THEY GROW UP.”
—Park Cities News (Tex.)
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Preface

		NOT KNOWING what you want to do with your life is no joke. It’s painful to be without direction. My first book, Wishcraft: How To Get What You Really Want, defines winning as getting what you want, and it shows step-by-step how to become a winner, how to create a life that fulfills your greatest dreams. But for years readers have been calling me, saying “I love Wishcraft, but I can’t use it because I can’t find a goal. I just don’t know what I want.”

		I got curious. I wanted to know what the problem was, so I started meeting with these people who couldn’t figure out what they wanted. I let them all tell their stories, and I asked some questions, and in a short time, every time, the same thing emerged: each of these clients was locked in an internal battle and didn’t even know it.

		It had never occurred to them that down deep they really knew what they wanted but their desires were masked by an inner conflict. Knowing the problem came as a great surprise—and a great relief. Now all we had to do was design a program to get around each conflict—and designing these programs turned out to be surprisingly easy. People woke up and swung into action after only one or two sessions!

		This was wonderful. I decided to gather these discoveries and strategies into a book so everyone who needed help could find it. You are now holding that book.

		Are you having trouble going after what you want in life because you can’t figure out what it is? I want you to know that you are not alone. Your problem is a common one and there is a way out. You’re going to find yourself in these pages. And almost as soon as you recognize yourself, you’ll be learning techniques that can help you. Don’t be surprised if you find yourself in more than one chapter. Read them all. Most of us are complicated creatures with many sides, and the exercise that could create a breakthrough for you might be in any chapter.

		Working your way through this book is going to be exciting, enlightening, sometimes a bit painful, and often very funny. Learning what’s really going on inside you can be difficult, but it’s also invigorating, and the rewards are enormous.

		You can do anything if you only know what it is. And you’re about to find out.
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Introduction

		THIS book is designed to help you find the good life. By that, I don’t mean swimming pools, mansions, and private jets—unless those are really your big passions. But if you picked up a book called I Could Do Anything If I Only Knew What It Was, you’re probably looking for a lot more than a swimming pool.

		You want a life you will love.

		A friend’s father got it right when he said “The good life is when you get up in the morning and can’t wait to start all over again.”

		Is that you? Or does his idea of the good life sound like an unreachable paradise? If you aren’t the kind of person who jumps out of bed every morning excited about the day ahead, I know you desperately long to find a goal that will make you feel like my friend’s father. You crave work that will spark excitement and energy; you yearn to find the place where you can make your mark. Albert Schweitzer found his place, so did Golda Meir, and so did the kid next door who practiced guitar day and night.

		They knew how to live. They believed in what they were doing with all their hearts. They knew their work was important. When you get near people who are pursuing their heart’s desire, you can see the intensity on their faces.

		Life is just too short to live without that kind of focus.

		In the early 1980s, two Harvard psychologists completed a study of people who called themselves happy. And what did happy people have in common? Money? Success? Health? Love?

		None of these things.

		They had only two things in common: They knew exactly what they wanted and they felt they were moving toward getting it.

		That’s what makes life feel good: when it has direction, when you are headed straight for what you love.

		And I mean love.

		I don’t mean what you’re skilled at. I don’t really care what your skills are. When I was a single working mother with two babies, you know what my skills were? I could clean house like a demon; catch a moving bus with my arms full of laundry, groceries, and kids; and squeeze a dollar until the picture of George Washington screamed for mercy.

		I do not want the career that uses those skills, thank you.

		I don’t believe you live the good life by doing what you can do; you live it by doing what you want to do. I don’t even think your greatest talents necessarily show up in your skills. All of us are good at things we’re not madly in love with. And all of us have talents we’ve never used.

		Relying on your skills to guide you is simply unacceptable. That’s why I don’t intend to give you personality tests or skills assessments to find out what you should be doing.

		I know what you should be doing.

		You should be doing what you love.

		What you love is what you are gifted at. Only love will give you the drive to stick to something until you develop your gift. That’s the way really big things get accomplished in this world—by people no different than you and I who know what they want and put everything they’ve got behind it.

		If you don’t know what you want, you can’t get out of the starting gate—and that’s discouraging. But you’re not alone. Recent figures show that as many as 98 percent of Americans are unhappy in their jobs. And it isn’t only financial considerations that keep them where they are; they simply don’t know what to do instead. What you may have thought was your private little nightmare turns out to be heartbreakingly common.

		Well, I have a surprise for you.

		You do know what you want.

		Everybody does. That’s why you feel so restless when you can’t find the right track. You sense there’s some particular work you are meant to be doing. And you’re right. Einstein needed to formulate theories of physics, Harriet Tubman needed to guide people to freedom, and you need to follow your original vision. As Vartan Gregorian said, “The universe is not going to see someone like you again in the entire history of creation.” Each of us is one of a kind. Every living person has a completely original way of looking at the world, and originality always needs to express itself.

		But many of us get stopped. Every time we resolve to change our lives, every time we go to pick up the baton and get into the race, something happens. For some mysterious reason our determination melts. We look at the baton and think “This race isn’t it.” And we put down the baton, uneasy because time is slipping away, frightened that we’ll never find “it.”

		There are two reasons for this.

		One reason it’s so hard to know what we want is that we have so many options. This wasn’t always true. Our parents and their parents had fewer choices and clearer goals. It’s a tribute to the success of our culture that so many of us have the freedom to search for our own life’s work.

		Freedom is glorious. But freedom also torments us because it requires us to create our own goals.

		Did you know that fewer people get depressed during war than in peacetime? In a war, everything is important. Day to day, you know exactly what to do. Your life may be frightening, but the struggle to survive gives you direction and drive. You don’t waste any time trying to figure out what you’re worth or what you’re supposed to do with your life. You just try to keep alive, save your home, help your neighbors. The reason we love to watch films about people whose lives are in danger is because every move is loaded with meaning.

		When there’s no emergency to rise to, we have to create goals that have meaning. You can create such goals if you know what your dream is—but this is a relatively new way of living. The old way to live was to let necessity create your goal; the new way is to use your dream to create your goal. We have had very little practice at this new way.

		The second reason you don’t know what you want is that something inside you is stopping you from knowing. Your dreams are obscured by some kind of internal conflict. It’s not as easy as you might think to spot inner conflicts. Often they’re disguised as self-reproach. “Maybe I have no talent,” “Maybe I’m just lazy,” “If I were smarter I’d have done more with my life.”

		If there’s one thing I want you to get out of reading this book it’s to know that not one of those statements is true.

		The first goal of this book is to shine a spotlight on your particular inner conflict so you can see it clearly outlined. As soon as you see what’s been in your way, you’ll know exactly why you haven’t created the life you wanted. You’ll quit reproaching yourself. You’ll understand that you’ve been unable to get moving for a reason.

		Our culture is full of simpleminded myths of blame, such as “If you really wanted something badly enough, you’d go out and get it,” and “If you’re sabotaging yourself, you lack character.” Nobody ever asks the obvious question: “Why would anybody want to do himself harm by sabotaging himself?” It takes curiosity to find the answer to that question, and judgmental people always lack curiosity.

		In the following chapters we’re going to stop all this blaming and swap it for honest, nonjudgmental curiosity. I have the deepest respect for sincere curiosity—and very little respect for self-righteousness. The useful answers, the answers that help us solve problems, are always the more forgiving ones. They’re based on a line of inquiry that assumes there is always a good reason for everything. There is certainly a good reason you lost direction, and this book is going to help you find it.

		Until then, just remember, whatever you were doing until you picked up this book, you were not being lazy or stupid or cowardly. Even self-improvement programs, no matter how helpful, are often judgmental. They are often based on the assumption that you don’t have what you want because you haven’t developed the right way of thinking. They assume you’ve got to get fixed before you can get what you want.

		Well, forget that.

		You don’t have to become a better person or develop a different attitude to have a life you love. As you are, you are good enough. In fact, the smartest thing you can do is to go ahead and get what you want before you do anything to improve yourself. Getting your life on track will do wonders for your “bad” attitude.

		I have no intention of suckering you into some program that tells you to stand up straight and be a different person. Life just isn’t that simple, and wishful thinking won’t make it so. I don’t think people solve problems with positive thinking either. Propping up your thoughts, pretending to feel different than you really do, is not a sturdy enough system for the long haul. Creative visualization has its limitations too. I’ve met a lot of people who can’t visualize, and others who feel strongly conflicted even imagining what they love. And “create your own reality” sounds empowering, but its flip side is that you can end up blaming yourself for everything that goes wrong. That’s not fair. You’re not big enough to take on fate single-handedly, and you don’t need to.

		What you do need is to understand why you don’t know what you want. Once you begin to understand the perfectly good explanation for your confusion, you will finally be able to do something about it.

		The second goal of this book is to show you how to do something about it. I’ve put tools and strategies in each chapter to help you extricate yourself from your internal conflicts every time you need to—now and in the future.

		The first three chapters of this book are for every reader. They’re the chapters that shine a light on your conflict and illuminate its contours for you. Once you see the general shape of your problem, you’ll be able to flip to a chapter in the book that will give you strategies for doing whatever you’ve got to do to get past your particular kind of conflict.

		It’s not hard to learn what your inner conflict is about, because once you learn to listen for it, you’ll notice inner conflicts make a lot of racket. One side of the conflict is arguing in favor of your getting what you want, and the other side is determined to stop you. All you have to do is listen carefully to the louder voice: It will lead you straight to the strategies that can help you.

		Does your voice say something like “I’d have to quit my job to get what I really want and I can’t do that—I’d starve”? If so, you’ll want to read Chapter 4, “The Sure Thing,” where you’ll learn about the great risk you take when you avoid adventure.

		Does your voice say “Every time I try to go after what I want, I drop the ball and I don’t know why”? Then try Chapter 5, “Fear of Success: Leaving the Ones You Love Behind.”

		If your voice says “I want to do so many things, I’ll never be able to pick only one,” Chapter 6 will show you how to have it all. (It will also show you how to focus on just one thing, if that’s what you secretly wish you could do.)

		Now, what if you’re doing wonderfully in other people’s eyes, you’ve got a skyrocketing career on your hands, but you’re not happy? Is your voice saying “How can I walk away from success? And what will I live on if I do”? Take a new look at your options. Turn to Chapter 7, “On the Wrong Track, and Moving Fast.”

		When you think you know what you want, but your voice says “I want something I shouldn’t want—it’s trivial or unworthy,” that’s Chapter 8. You might have a “tribal problem” with your family, friends, or culture: you want something that puts you in conflict with everything you were taught.

		If you’ve just finished high school or college or a training program and your voice says “I’m afraid to choose something. I might get trapped!” then pick up Chapter 9, “Help! I’m Not Ready to Be Born Yet.” It’ll show you how to avoid being trapped and start living.

		Chapter 10, “Regrouping: It’s a Whole New Ball Game,” will help if you’ve just been through a big change—if you’ve just retired or if the kids have just grown up and left home—in which case you probably hear a voice saying, “I don’t have Idea One what to do now.”

		If your voice says “What’s the point? I’ll only be disappointed. Nothing will ever match what I already had and lost,” turn to Chapter 11, “I’ve Lost My Big Dream—There’s Nothing Left.” You’ll discover that life is still worth living.

		If you hear your voice saying “I’ve tried so many things and nothing does it for me,” then look at Chapter 12, “Nothing Ever Interests Me.” You’ve probably got a case of disabled desire.

		If your voice says “It’s not my fault I’m not doing what I want—the world won’t give me a break!” you need to look at Chapter 13, “A Rage Against the Ordinary.”

		And if you hear a voice saying “I’m trying to go after something, but my heart’s not really in it, and I don’t know why,” your situation is not as big a mystery as you may think. Look at Chapter 14, “The Red Herring, or Trying Hard to Love Something You Don’t Really Want.” You might discover you really want something you’re trying to give up.

		If you can’t hear any voice from your conflict now, don’t let it worry you. You’ll hear it by the end of Chapter 3. I guarantee it.

		CAREERS IN THE NINETIES

		Once you begin to find your own path, you will have positioned yourself at the forefront of a massive historical change. In late twentieth-century industrial society, just about everybody—like it or not—is going to have to figure out what kind of work and life he really wants. Sooner or later everybody across every age group is going to have to ask “What do I want to do?”

		The days are over when students took the path of least resistance to a banking career, say, or to law school and considered that one choice the end of their career planning. Last year’s college graduates, according to one research firm, can expect to hold ten to twelve jobs in three to five different fields during their working lifetime. Like it or not, everybody’s getting a second work life. Probably, a third life. Perhaps even more.

		Corporations are continuing to downsize, and not only because of recent recessions: We’re entering a new period in economic history. Global competition is forcing companies to make themselves lean and mean. Corporations are becoming about a third the size they once were, and they’ll probably never get big again. Middle management is gone. Secretaries are being replaced by technology. The top twenty students from every college or business school may still get good job offers, but everyone else is on their own.

		The wave of the future is clear: We’re going to be a nation of experts—consultants and entrepreneurs—many of us working at home, all of us hired on a job-by-job basis according to our special talents.

		And who’s going to come shining through these cultural changes? Everyone who is willing to develop what he loves into a niche for himself—a niche where he can excel. Never have we needed to locate our own gifts more.

		So let’s get going. Let’s see why you don’t know what you want. And then, let’s do something about it.

	
		ONE
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		What Are You Supposed to Be Doing?

		WHAT are you supposed to be doing with your life?

		Now that’s an interesting question, isn’t it? Because even if you can’t figure out what you want to be doing, you probably know exactly what you’re supposed to be doing.

		I was supposed to be a housewife and mother, living next door to my parents.

		Everyone I ask seems to have an answer ready for this question:

		“I was supposed to be working alongside my father at the printing plant.”

		“I was supposed to marry old money and raise five whiz-bang children in a mansion by the sea.”

		“My father wanted me to be a partner in a Wall Street law firm, or president of a bank or a big corporation—something big.”

		“I was not supposed to pass up my brothers.”

		“I was supposed to do something special, but I could never figure out what that was.”

		Inside each of us rests a silent message about what’s expected of us. We may never say it out loud, we may rebel against it, refuse to do it. But somehow we always know what it is. And it has a powerful effect on how we run our lives.

		What about you? What are you supposed to be doing? You could be one of the lucky ones, like Picasso, who knew he was born to paint. Your silent “supposed-to” message could be a hot tip coming directly from your soul—or it could be a bum steer.

		And if it is a bum steer, and you find yourself far from knowing what you really want to do, it can be truly painful to watch the Picassos of this world happily and industriously going about their lives. You wonder, how did you get so unlucky?

		We’re all raised in families, communities, and even entire cultures that barrage us with messages about what they want from us. Sometimes these messages are as blatant as billboards: “Get married,” “Make money,” “Buy your own home.” Other times the messages are stealthy—they sneak in. Then they stay in. They never come out where we can get a good look at them and dismiss them or embrace them openly.

		We usually forget when and how we first received these messages about what we’re supposed to do with our lives, just as we forget when and how we first learned to eat with a fork, or sleep without wetting the bed. But whenever and however our particular “supposed-to” messages reached us, they are in us and we respond to them—usually without thinking. Some of us obey our instructions, some of us rebel, but all of us respond.

		Take a moment to think about your life and your goals. Are you living up to expectations?

		I was supposed to be living next door to my parents and be a jet-setting international journalist-spy, living days and nights of dazzling travel and dangerous intrigue. I’ve always had a hard time fulfilling this life plan. First, it’s impossible. And second, I don’t want it. I’m more adventurous than a homebody, and I’m considerably less adventurous than a spy.

		But I, like you, was born into a world that bombarded me with ideas of what’s right and wrong—and I wanted to do right. So, even though the instructions I got were impossible to fulfill, I spent years juggling those messages in my head, trying to figure out a way I might be able to fulfill them.

		The ideas we receive may contradict each other and be wrong for us, but they are part of our first world. They get in deep. They affect us. It doesn’t even matter if our parents were trying with all their hearts not to influence us. Children are inevitably influenced. Children are fast learners and they are magical learners. As children, we can hear messages even when they’re not spoken.

		And each message we get—blatant or invisible—stays inside us, where it can sit, unexamined, throughout our adult lives, undermining our happiness. For example, even if you seem to know what you want, thrive at your work, and are fascinated by it, you can have a nagging feeling that you’re not doing what you’re supposed to be doing.

		Jack M., who, at twenty-nine, was a journalist reporting from the battle lines in South Africa during the worst heat of the apartheid conflicts—and loving every minute of it—told me, “I was supposed to have been a doctor. Journalism was never good enough, somehow.”

		Benita B., thirty-six, a single woman making a very good salary on Wall Street, said, “I’m supposed to marry a successful person, not be one.”

		And Susan C, forty-seven, the author of a respected literary novel, said, “I think I was supposed to be a great beauty. Not an intellectual. I’m frumpy. You’re looking at a failure.”

		It’s easy to see how hurtful Jack’s, Benita’s, and Susan’s “supposed-to” messages are. Unfortunately, it’s not so easy to see how the same kind of expectations are hurting you.

		Here’s a way to start examining your own situation. Try asking one simple question:

		Who says?

		Who says you’re not supposed to do what you’re doing? For that matter, who says you are supposed to be doing it? Who says?

		I’m inviting you to get specific. If you want to free yourself from the restraints of what you’re supposed to be doing so you can find out what you really want, you’re going to have to be precise about how messages came to you and who sent them.

		Our communities and schoolmates, perhaps a teacher or a coach, each of these people fed us some ideas. But, for most of us,our earliest and most relentless message sender was our family. If you’re like most people, your family’s desires for your life play so steadily in the back of your mind—even today—that you’ve created a nonstop inner monologue to address them: You think “There, that’ll show them,” or “They’ll love this,” or “Boy, they must feel bad about what I’m doing. I’d better call and say hi.” What your family wanted gave meaning—good or bad—to everything you did. Even if you thought you really didn’t care.

		Okay, what about your family? How did you get your messages from them?

		Did they tell you in plain terms what was expected of you?

		“You’re going to be a physician. Everyone in this family becomes a physician.”

		“You’ve got to become an accountant and come into the family business. We’ve broken our backs to build this business and get you into college, now you owe us.”

		Or were they more subtle? Did they just let you know in no uncertain terms what you were not supposed to be doing?

		John L. yearned to lead the life of a politician, but his father, who’d always complained of government intervention in his businesses, despised politicians. “Congressmen,” John’s father said, “they’ll sell you down the river for a song.”

		Carol G. wanted to be an actress. On her fourteenth birthday she announced her dream at dinner, and her entire family said, “You’ll never make it in acting; no one does. Forget it.”

		Or maybe your family didn’t say anything directly; they made their desires very clear, instead, by talking about other people:

		“Isn’t it a shame Bill’s wife makes so much more money than he does?” (If you’re a boy that means you’d better make plenty of money. If you’re a girl that means you’d better not.)

		“That Smith kid showed a lot of promise, but he wound up very small-time. Now, that Jones kid is looking great—buying and selling buildings and driving around in a Mercedes. At twenty-seven!” (It’s pretty clear what kind of kid you’re supposed to be.)

		Or maybe your family didn’t say anything at all. Maybe the messages you got from your family were unspoken, silent ones.

		You just “got the idea.”

		Many families say, “Do whatever you want, as long as you’re happy.” But if you’re from the one family in a thousand who really means “Do what you want,” I’m envious. Unlike the rest of us, you don’t have to suffer from inner conflicts while you’re going about the business of finding and enjoying your life’s work. (If you’re not sure if you’re from that one family in a thousand, just try telling your folks you’ve become a happy striptease artist or you’re happily leaving medical school, and you’ll find out soon enough.)

		Okay, now that you’ve thought about how you got wind of your family’s wishes, take another kind of close look at that family of yours. What did they want from you?

		Exercise 1: What Did They Want from Me?

		Take a blank sheet of paper and jot down the names of everyone in your family and extended family. That is, write down anyone who was important to you when you were growing up, teachers, coaches, neighbors, cousins, older friends.

		Under each person’s name, write down what they wanted you to do with your life. If you’ve got your own family now, you can make this exercise even more spicy by including your present family too. Go ahead, make it a big list: everyone you lived with as a kid, everyone you live with now.

		What did/do they want from you?

		Don’t think too much. Jot down your first feeling. You might not be absolutely sure you’re right about what each person would say, but you know what you think is right, and that’s what counts with inner messages. Your misinterpretations have influenced you as much as your insights.

		Think about it. What did each of these people want you to do?

		Okay, now take a look at your answer.

		Chances are your paper looks something like this:

		
			MY FAMILY WANTED ME TO …

		

		
			MOM: be careful and respectable—a lawyer.

			DAD: be bold and competitive—an investment banker.

			BENNY: be a big hero.

			KAREN: be invisible—not get so much attention.

			GRANDMA: become her constant companion.

		

		You may have started making a short list and suddenly realized all sorts of things, like George J. did

		Here’s George’s list:

		
			FATHER: Had no use for me at all, but he loved opera. So I got the idea I should do something with opera: I married an opera singer—and he finally accepted me. My wife and I were badly matched and so unhappy. She wanted to leave, but I was terrified of letting her go. I never really put that together before.

			MOM: She was always trying to make peace in the house. Father was silent and angry, and Mom wanted everything to look peaceful and okay. I must have gotten the idea I was supposed to make everything look peaceful and okay too, because I got this proper corporate job even though I hate it. Well, life is peaceful all right. And dead as dirt.

		

		Take another good look at your list and you’ll notice something else very interesting. If you’re like most of us, you’ll see there’s a complicated twist in your instructions: you got more than one message, and some of the messages you got may be the exact opposites of each other. Remember how I was supposed to stay at home and be a jet-setting spy? Chances are that no person in your family wanted exactly the same thing from you that the others wanted. And chances are that at least one person wanted something with so many built-in conflicts in it that you could never understand it.

		Lois M.’s mother said she wanted Lois to be wildly popular, even famous, but when Lois was a teenager, her mother begged Lois not to draw too much attention to herself. How does a person get famous without getting attention?

		Bill R. also got conflicting messages: “I had to get married and create my own family unit and I had to stay with my parents forever.” Don’t you wonder where Bill was supposed to have his new family? In his parents’ living room?

		These messages put us in an impossible bind. We’re supposed to jump right in and do things we’ve been told not to do. Or that we can’t do. Or that we’re incapable of. Meanwhile, our minds are never where they’re supposed to be: on developing our own unique gifts. When we’re children we have a couple of very big jobs to do. We have to find out what our people want from us and we have to find out what we want. When our first job stops us from doing our second, we get lost.

		No wonder we have trouble knowing what we want out of life.

		Listen, our families love us the best they can. But they were not taught to listen to children, they were taught to train them. If our families aren’t listening to us, they’re not likely to learn about—let alone respect—our dreams. And our dreams are who we are.

		Almost any stranger would respect our dreams more easily than our family does. If you don’t believe me try a comparison test. Next time you’re with a group of strangers, tell them the most offbeat idea you can think of. Tell them your dream is to raise dalmatians in the Himalayas, but you have no contacts in Tibet. Watch their interest pick up. They’ll even try to solve your problem.

		Interest is the sincerest form of respect.

		You don’t love these strangers and they don’t love you, but we are all captivated by each other’s visions. It’s in our nature as humans to be intrigued with any new idea—unless we have some personal reason for not doing so. Our families have plenty of personal reasons, but a stranger is a pure soul. It’s possible that one stranger in twenty will react negatively to you, for his own reasons, but you’ll find that the other nineteen will say something like, “Interesting idea! My cousin raises dogs!” or “My neighbor’s been to Nepal! Do you want to talk to her?”

		Now, to complete the comparison test, go home and tell your family the same kind of fantasy:

		“I’m going to quit as CEO of International Computer Corporation and sign on as crew on one of those clam boats off Rhode Island.” Or:

		“I’m going to quit the clam boat crew and become the head of International Computer Corporation.”

		How did your family like that? Did they drop their forks before or after they scrambled to talk you out of your “folly”?

		“Hold on a minute,” you’re probably saying right now. “Is this going to be another family bashing? Because I’m sick of that. My family was no worse than any other, and anyway that’s all behind me.”

		Listen, I believe your family probably was as good as any other. And one day, no matter how mad we get, we are going to have to forgive our families and get some perspective, or we’ll never be able to move forward and be free and whole.

		But there’s no shortcut to forgiveness. The cost of forgiving the past before you’ve really confronted it is that you blame yourself for everything that happened to you. You can’t move an inch toward what you really want when you’re beating up on yourself. You’ve got to stop blaming yourself, screw up your courage, set aside your suspicions that you’re about to do some family bashing, and locate the source of your “supposed-to” problem. If you really think about it, you’ll probably find the problem has been there a long time—which means the seeds were planted in childhood.

		How can our families harm us when they love us? Very easily, unfortunately. Most of us overlook one important fact when we think love is enough: Love and respect aren’t the same thing.

		Love is fusion. As a baby, you belong to your parents, you’re an extension of them; and fusion is good for the survival of infants. Respect is differentiation: you belong to yourself, and you’re an extension of no one. Differentiation is essential for the happiness of adults.

		Take just one more careful look at that list of what your family wanted from you. You’ve got all those messages in your head, right? Now, where on your list is the message that says you must go out and fulfill your unique identity? Who insisted that you find your own original self—whatever the cost? Very few of us ever find that message on our list. No matter how much they love us, our families rarely say “We respect you, we know you’re unique, we know you want to find what you’re supposed to do in this life. Go out and get what you need. We’ll be here.”

		Parents have their own dreams—and it’s those dreams they’re pushing, not yours. In their heads, they have images of successful sons and beautiful wealthy daughters, children who are impressive—and secure. Very few parents have the luxury, the calmness of spirit, to realize that the most practical thing any child can do is to find its own vision—and follow it.

		As long as you live in response to your family’s messages, it’s as if you had to spend your whole life dressed up as an usher for someone else’s wedding. It’s a rare coincidence when someone else’s dream fits you, but your own will always fit like a custom-tailored suit. It’s worth any effort to find your own dream.

		In the meantime, while you’re standing around in a life that’s not really working for you, doing things that don’t feel exactly right for you, don’t spend much time trying to figure out how you managed to get it so wrong. Don’t blame yourself.

		Once the machinery of family messages is pointed in your direction and set in motion, nothing’s your fault. We all made our big decisions about how to handle things too early, when, as children, we first received our family’s messages and responded to them. Then we dragged our child-designed solutions into adulthood, where they don’t always work. They can even result in bad marriage choices and destructive behavior.

		I know a woman recently divorced from a very angry man and she said, “I don’t know how I got so stupid. You’d think I’d have known. My father was a raging bull! I hated it! So how did I walk into that mess with a raging bull husband?” By trying to survive, that’s how.

		She learned as a child how to “make nice,” so her father wouldn’t fly off the handle, and when she went looking for a husband, these were her best skills. Naturally, she managed to find a situation where she could use them.

		Mark learned the opposite from his childhood. His family’s message was: It’s a mad, mad, mad world and you’re on your own. Mark was the fourth of five brothers and had to fight for position or get trampled. Now he’s been fired from two good jobs because his automatic response to conflict is to lose his temper and start shouting.

		“Why can’t I just stop?” he said. “I try to forget what I learned as a kid, but the words fly out of my mouth before I can stop them.”

		Mark will never make those messages from family and culture disappear by pretending they aren’t there. Neither will you or I. We have to take inner messages into account when we design our new lives, because they’re coming along for the trip, welcome or not. In the coming pages I’ll show you ways to keep those old messages quiet so they don’t drown out that hot tip which, even at this very moment, is being whispered to you straight from your own soul:

		What you’re really supposed to be doing is whatever makes your heart sing.

		It’s the most practical thing you can do.

		When you’re doing what you love—mothering, designing airplanes, swimming—you’re going to be really good at it. And, when you do what you love, you’re going to last for the long haul in your profession (and lasting is the essential factor in success).

		Also, if you’re marching to your own drum, you may even have a jump on the trends—look at all the MBA’s and lawyers who got laid off in the early 1990s. How many of them originally wanted to do something else? How often were they influenced by parents who thought lawyers were certain to be safe and prosperous? Some of them would have had more safety and prosperity as free-lancers or entrepreneurs or theatrical agents, wouldn’t they?

		In the next chapter I’m going to show you how to get moving toward what you want—even before you know what that is. But before we go further, I’d like you to create your own antidote to that nagging feeling that you’re not doing what you’re supposed to be doing.

		Exercise 2: Their Impossible Dream

		Draw a picture of a person who would incorporate every last thing your family wanted from you. Make it good. Use cutouts from magazines for extra fun, and then put their “perfect” child up on the wall where you can see her.

		Take a look at what you’re supposed to be.

		“I was supposed to be smart but unaware of the ways of the world, rich but not richer than my poor dad, fattened up by Mama’s cooking but slender, so I wouldn’t get a heart attack like Uncle Frank.” Joe laughed.

		Anita cut out the picture of a designer-dressed professional, added a cloistered nun’s hooded face, and put the whole thing against the background of an African village. Then she stood back and said, “There. Now everybody’s happy.”

		Admit it—it’s impossible. What they want can’t be done. So leave that picture up there where it can remind you, and let’s get you moving.

		What you want can be done.

	
		TWO
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		How to Get Lucky

		WHEN you see people who are passionate about their work, who have found their perfect niche, the world sometimes does seem very unfair. How did they get so lucky?

		I’ll tell you one thing they did. They got into action—and they stayed in action.

		The amount of good luck that comes your way depends on your willingness to act.

		Because you don’t know what you want, you’re probably feeling stuck. We all have a tendency to try to dope things out before we make a move, but action is absolutely essential for people who don’t know what they want.

		I can give you four good reasons:

		1. Action Will Help You Think

		By exposing you to real-life experiences and seeing how they feel to you, action will help you do much better thinking than you could ever hope to do sitting still and weighing all the theoretical factors. Even action in the wrong direction is informative.

		2. Action Raises Your Self-Esteem

		Most inaction isn’t solely because of indecision—it’s because of fear. But every time you want to do something that scares you, and you dare to do it, your self-esteem goes up a few degrees. When you’re fearful but you step forward anyway, you do yourself a great service. Even if someone slams the door in your face, refuses to answer your letter, or yells at you—the worst outcome you can imagine—it doesn’t matter. You’re a success every time you face down fear. You can feel that success. You feel elated or determined; either way, the feeling is intoxicating.

		But every time you let yourself down by not acting, you can feel your self-esteem drop a few degrees. Your morale sinks along with your self-esteem.

		I was originally trained to work with ex-addicts in a city-run drug program. We worked in therapy-type groups, trying to create a new life for people who had actually fought their way out of addiction. But none of them had developed the skills they needed to make it in the real world. And they thought of themselves as no more than “ex-junkies.”

		They couldn’t afford to wait until they had somehow built a good enough self-image to develop skills and find jobs, so we did what we called “acting as if.” Dress as if you respect yourself, whether you do or not, we told them. Act as if you deserve that job you’re trying for. Do the job as if you were first-rate.

		And it worked. Because high self-esteem comes after action, not before.

		After a while, these courageous people were doing things they had never done before, greeting people, making speeches, working in teams! How did they learn so fast?

		“Do it first, learn how second,” one of them said to me.

		That confirms my experience: Action will raise your self-esteem better than affirmations. Telling yourself that you’re a good person doesn’t work for long. At least, not for me. After the second day of telling my mirror I’m wonderful, my mirror starts looking very skeptical. “Who are you trying to kid?” it seems to say. My mind doesn’t like propaganda, even if it’s good for me.

		Acting “as if” works better than any kind of thinking, because when you’ve done something, you feel proud of yourself—even if you didn’t do well.

		Most of the rewarding things in life—riding a bicycle, traveling in a foreign country, or making love—begin with incompetence and embarrassment. What will determine the course of your life more than any other one thing is whether or not you’re willing to tolerate necessary discomfort. Think back to adolescence. There’s a training ground for self-protection if I ever saw one. At that age, the slightest misstep makes you want to crawl in a hole and pull it in after you. You tend to avoid potential embarrassment like the plague. Remember how uncomfortable it was when you first began dating? But aren’t you glad you did it? If you become too good at avoidance, you never start living at all.

		My friend Pete would never ride a horse because at the age of ten he went to a stable for lessons—and saw an eight-year-old girl riding better than he could. So he got off the horse and never got on again. No big deal? Yes, it is. “Because that’s the way I lived the rest of my life,” he said. An unlived life is a kind of hell.

		I’m never comfortable when it’s time to go on a lecture tour. After a few months at home with no lectures to perform, I’m settled in and I want to stay home, walk my dogs, buy bagels, and write at my computer. When it’s time to do a workshop, I start getting tense. I groan and moan about having to find my Magic Markers, get my clothes ready, catch an early plane, wear pantyhose.

		But when I get up in front of the room I have a great time and I’m glad I had to do it. And it makes me feel strong that I never considered canceling a lecture.

		3. Good Luck Happens When You’re in Action

		I wound up a counselor, lecturer, and author in a totally slipshod, backward way—it just happened. I called an old boyfriend on another coast to complain about my miserable life; he directed me to some great therapy groups that had helped him. I joined; the psychiatrist liked the way I did things and hired me to work for him. It led to this life I love. It was all a bunch of coincidences, happy accidents. That’s how you find the best recipes and meet the best people in your life too, by accident.

		I believe in planning, but the truth is that planning is mostly science fiction. There never was a plan that was more than a hopeful prediction. Even business plans are tall tales: “With this new color we expect to sell 50,000 items next year, 150,000 the year after next, and 500,000 the year after that. So we want a bank loan of two million dollars.”

		Pretty good story, isn’t it? But with fictions like that people get loans from banks—and the best storyteller gets the biggest loan!

		Perhaps the best reason to plan is that following a plan gets you out into the world. If you go to the library and look up articles, call people, join organizations, go to appointments, something can happen to you.

		Try it. Set a goal, any goal, and start doing everything you can think of to achieve it. I guarantee you, your life will change. You might not get where you thought you were going, but you could easily wind up somewhere better. You’ll get breaks you never could have planned for because you never knew they existed.

		Let me make one more point. Different kinds of planning work for different people. There is another, more subtle kind of planning than the kind where you set a goal, and this other kind of planning works just as well: Every time you have to make a choice about anything, think “Does this go toward or away from what I want?” Always choose what goes toward what you want. If you’re considering working on a farm this summer and you want to be an urban planner, skip the farm job. Get a job in the city. This is called “following your nose,” and it’s wiser than you think —as long as your nose is always pointing toward what you want. Join everything. Talk to everyone. Don’t worry, you’ll tighten your focus as more data comes in. Whichever kind of planning you do, stay aware and adjust your path to your feelings as you go. Just use desire as your North Star and you’ll be putting a powerful plan into action.

		4. There’s an Animal in All of Us—and It Has Great Instincts

		Sometimes your wishes or your timing look a bit odd, but if they feel right, stick with them. You can trust your animal instincts. The animal inside us knows how fast to move and how much we can carry. And it tells us things that don’t always make sense—at first. That’s what happened to Jessie.

		Jessie was about forty-five, very quiet and shy. She lived in Atlanta, Georgia, and ran an office for her husband, a well-known architect. He was a star in his community, involved with meetings and parties while Jessie did all the unglamorous paperwork.

		Jessie had no idea what she wanted to do with her life. She joined a six-person Success Team (a self-help group of about six people who meet regularly to make each other’s dreams come true). Jessie’s team did everything they could to help her find something she’d love, but she couldn’t come up with a thing.

		“Why don’t you look for a job you like better?” they asked.

		“I don’t know,” she said. “I just don’t feel like it.”

		Months went by.

		Then one day, Jessie walked in to her group and announced: “I want to race sled dogs in the winter race at Bear Grease.” (Bear Grease is a small town in Minnesota.)

		Her team was flabbergasted. “Are you sure?”

		“Yes,” Jessie said. “That’s what I want to do.”

		“Would you mind telling us why?” they asked.

		“I don’t know why,” she said.

		“Do you know anything about sled dog racing?”

		“Nope.”

		That was the end of the team’s questioning. They were so happy Jessie had found something she wanted that they set out immediately to help her find a training school, or a dog racer, or anything. They approached anyone walking any kind of dog and asked, “Do you know anything about sled dog racing?” Finally, somebody did know about a summer training camp for dog racers, and on a warm summer day, Jessie walked into that camp, went up to the trainer, and said, “I want to learn how to run sled dogs.”

		He looked at her, a tiny forty-five-year-old lady in a straight skirt and sensible shoes—and decided to discourage her. He hooked up a team of dogs to a training sled on wheels and gave her the reins.

		“Here,” he said. “Practice a little. See if you like it.” Suddenly he shouted to the dogs and they took off running. Jessie could barely keep up with them. She tripped and slid and practically fell on her face, but she stayed with the dogs all the way around the track. When she finished and caught her breath, she smiled at the trainer and said, “I love this!” He laughed, and consented to train her.

		When winter came and it was time to go to Bear Grease, Jessie realized she knew nobody. She asked her trainer if she could use his name for introductions and he said, “I can’t do that, Jessie. You’re still a beginner, and I have a reputation to maintain.”

		So Jessie’s Success Team took her to the airport and saw her off with loud cheers and secret fears. When she arrived in Bear Grease she found a tiny town, mostly one main street, packed with snow and full of seasoned sledders sitting around in clumps with their dogs. She forced herself to walk up to one crew after another, asking if anyone needed a helper. Finally, someone who had lost an assistant to the flu took her on.

		And Jessie ran with a team of sled dogs over a hundred-mile course.

		Her Success Team went wild when she called after the race, and when Jessie returned home, she was a satisfied woman. She told her team all the gripping details with a big smile on her face.

		“Now, that’s happiness,” one of them said.

		“It sure is,” Jessie said.

		“What now?” her team said. “More training?”

		“No,” she said. “I’m finished. I don’t
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